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International recognition
The work of the Sydney West Cancer Network has received global
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The Sydney West Cancer Network
is a collaboration between cancer
services in western Sydney,
which aims to improve the range
and quality of services available.
It includes the Blacktown Oncology
Centre, Mt Druitt Palliative Care
Unit, Nepean Cancer Care Centre,
The Crown Princess Mary
Cancer Centre Westmead
and the Westmead Institute for
Cancer Research.

attention as a result of its new association with Princess Mary.
The Crown Princess of Denmark recently toured The Crown Princess Mary
Cancer Centre Westmead, which was renamed in her honour following a
longstanding association between the Centre and Denmark.
Welcome to a special souvenir edition of Care & Connect.

care & connect
from the director
Making history for Sydney’s west
By Professor Paul Harnett
When the Crown Princess of Denmark visited us on 21 November
last year, we were thrust into the international limelight as
images from our hospital were shown around the world. The
renaming of the Westmead Cancer Care Centre as The Crown
Princess Mary Cancer Centre Westmead is of enormous significance
for our patients, our staff, our services and our wider community.
Something like this doesn’t happen without rigorous checking
and investigation by the relevant authorities. That we received
the approval of the Court of Denmark is a pleasing tribute to
the quality of our work. I am also delighted that Princess Mary’s
association with our centre brings well-deserved recognition to
the people of Sydney’s western suburbs.

Professor Paul Harnett

We will work hard to ensure that our Royal connections help us achieve more funding and
support. I’m delighted to report that the association has already had a profound impact – on staff
morale. I have been astounded by the number of staff members, from all areas of our services,
who have come up to tell me of their personal pride in our association with Princess Mary.
A small group of us worked hard behind the scenes over a long period to achieve the connection
(you can read more about this on page 6). Some people thought our goal was an impossible
dream.
We are delighted that this particular dream came true. It reminds us all that anything is
possible. That is the real value of our gift from Princess Mary.
Let us take this can-do attitude into 2012 and beyond.
• Professor Harnett is Director of the Sydney West Cancer Network and a medical
oncologist at Westmead Hospital.

A reminder that we welcome feedback and suggestions for Care & Connect.
Email: SWCN@swahs.health.nsw.gov.au or write to PO Box 533, Wentworthville NSW 2145
Sydney West Cancer Network: what makes us special?
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•

We have been working hard to improve the range and quality of cancer treatment
and support services in western Sydney. We have been a leader in establishing
multidisciplinary teams, and in embedding research within these teams.

•

We are affiliated with the University of Sydney, and are heavily involved in training
the next generation of doctors and other health professionals. The European Society
of Medical Oncology has accredited us as a centre for training in integrated oncology
and palliative care. This followed a review by an international panel.

•

We service a huge demand. Each day an average of 321 cancer patients attend
The Crown Princess Mary Cancer Centre Westmead for treatment or consultation.
During the past 12 months, the centre performed 14,936 services for chemotherapy
treatment and 32,222 services for radiotherapy treatment. In 2010/11 the Sydney
West Cancer Network saw almost 5000 new patients, and performed 28,944 services
for chemotherapy and 48,126 services for radiotherapy.

A Royal experience for the whole family
In mid 2010, 29-year-old Alicia
Hopkins was diagnosed with
cancer – just eight weeks after
having her first baby, Ava.
She spent most of the next
three months in hospital,
having an intensive program
of chemotherapy, which was
successful.
Alicia, a teacher from the Blue
Mountains, was fortunate to have
a supportive family. Her husband,
Anthony, spent every evening at
her side, while her mother and her
husband’s parents shared looking
after Ava.
“The staff really looked after me
and my family,” Alicia says. “They
were very flexible. My husband
became part of the furniture
around the place.”
Little Ava Hopkins with her grandmother, Paula O’Brien, and parents
So it was entirely fitting that
Anthony and Alicia, share a joke with Crown Princess Mary of Denmark
when her treating doctor,
Professor Paul Harnett, asked
“Princess Mary was just very genuine, a lovely
Alicia to meet Princess Mary at the
person inside and out,” Alicia says. “She is very
November event, her family came too.
good with kids because when my daughter tried
to steal her jewellery, she took all that with good
humour.”
She was just very

genuine, a lovely person
inside and out.
According to the official program, Princess Mary
was to have four minutes with the family, but
instead she lingered, chatting for 15 minutes.
At one stage Ava tried to remove a Royal bangle
and ring, prompting the Princess to joke about her
own daughter’s love of “bling”.

Alicia had a rare type of cancer, which develops
in the placenta. She can’t speak too highly of her
care at Westmead. “They’re absolutely fantastic,”
she says. One thing she learnt from the experience,
which might be useful to other patients, is the
importance of telling staff when something seems
wrong.
For example, when she felt a tingling in her
arm, it turned out that she had a blood clot. “Be
proactive,” she says. “It is very important to let
people know straight away if something is not quite
right. The nurses are there to help you.”
Alicia says the nurses went out of their way to help
her stay positive. “On my birthday they got me a
birthday cake, which was very nice, and sang me
happy birthday.”
She is delighted by the Princess Mary connection.
“I was just very, very excited for Professor Harnett
because this will help push forward some things he
is hoping to do and, hopefully, will bring in some
extra funding for them to be able to do more of
their fabulous research.”

Alicia, Ava and Anthony Hopkins
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A day to remember
Hundreds of people gathered to see Crown Princess Mary of Denmark
during her visit to Westmead Hospital on 21 November, 2011.
Cameras flashed as she unveiled a plaque commemorating the centre’s naming as The Crown
Princess Mary Cancer Centre Westmead. Hundreds of staff watched a broadcast of the ceremony
in a nearby auditorium.
The Princess displayed a keen understanding of the issues surrounding cancer care when talking
with patients, staff and community members.
“She knew that we operate as part of a
network across several hospitals, and that
the doctors and nurses move between our
sites,” says Professor Paul Harnett, Director
of the Sydney West Cancer Network.
While Princess Mary had an official
program, she made some spontaneous
diversions to talk with patients, and also
to shake hands with the centre’s reception
staff.

Crown Princess Mary of Denmark meets
Professor Stephen Leeder, Chairman of the
Sydney West Local Health District

“The excitement was infectious,” says
Dianne Head, who was one of the official
party to meet the Princess, and is a Clinical
Nurse Consultant/Care Co-ordinator
for patients with advanced breast and
gynaecological cancers.

When health professionals become patients
Yvonne To’a has seen the health system from
both sides.
An Aboriginal Liaison Officer at Blacktown
Hospital for the past 13 years, she was
shocked to be diagnosed with breast cancer
two years ago. Mrs To’a, 65, says her
treatment at Westmead went well.
“They were fantastic, I couldn’t fault them,”
she says.
The experience of being a patient has made
her more aware of the importance of the
power of the mind.
“It strengthened me in myself because I
realised I could cope,” she says.
“I never allowed myself to get depressed, I
dealt with it head on. I’ve got a very positive
outlook on life.”
Photos: The Sydney Morning Herald
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Mrs To’a said she
was excited but not
intimidated when
one of her doctors,
Professor Paul Harnett,
invited her to meet
Princess Mary.
“I deal with a lot of
people from different
Yvonne To’a
levels and I’m quite
comfortable about
meeting famous
people because in the long run they’re only
normal human beings,” she says.
Mrs To’a, who shook hands with the Princess,
says she was “a lovely lady”.
“It’s a wonderful thing that she made it her
business to come to Westmead.”

Crown Princess Mary of
Denmark greeting the crowd
with Professor Paul Harnett;
unveiling the new Centre’s
plaque (inset)

Above: Mr Brad Astill, the General Manager
of the Westmead Hospital, greets Crown
Princess Mary of Denmark
Right (left to right): Mrs Yvonne To’a,
Mr James Butler, Dr Bob Elliott, Dr Warwick
Benson, Crown Princess Mary of Denmark,
Professor Paul Harnett, The Hon Jillian
Skinner, MP, and Dr Verity Ahern

Photos: The Sydney Morning Herald
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Our Danish connection: the inside story
In 2005, a Danish doctor, Frede Donskov,
came to Westmead Hospital to gain clinical and
research experience as part of his oncology
training.
No one could have realised it then, but this
was the beginning of a warm and fruitful
relationship between the Sydney West Cancer
Network and Denmark.
During his time at Westmead, Dr Donskov
worked with Professor Paul Harnett on cancer
care projects outside the hospital and on developing the role of nurse care co-ordinators.
When he returned to Denmark in 2007, Dr Donskov took many ideas for reforming health
services there.
He subsequently brought a number of high-level Danish delegations to see the work being done
at Westmead, and to encourage sharing of ideas and expertise.
Dr Donskov, now at Aarhus University Hospital, and Professor Harnett continue to collaborate
on research and service improvement projects.
A major part of this work is sharing experiences and expertise between Denmark and
Westmead, and setting up staff exchanges.
At the invitation of the Danish Cancer Society, Professor Harnett visited Copenhagen in March
2009 to give the keynote address at a seminar on modern trends in cancer care.
Professor Harnett says that in all of his dealings with his Danish colleagues “there has been a
strong camaraderie and common interest”.
“Given our shared interests and commitment to helping each other improve our services, in
both Denmark and Australia, it seems fitting that our centre now bears the name of Princess
Mary,” says Professor Harnett.

Dedicated GP “lost for words”
Dr Bob Elliott is not known for being lost for words, but he was
on the day that he met Princess Mary. “I was tongue tied,” he
says. “People who know me would be amazed to hear that.”
Dr Elliott, a GP in the Castle Hill area for more than 30
years, was presented to the Princess in recognition of his
longstanding involvement with the Centre’s palliative care
team. The Director of the Sydney West Cancer Network,
Professor Paul Harnett, says it was a pleasure to have the
opportunity to recognise Dr Elliott for his “tireless service”.
These days, not many GPs provide palliative care support
in the home, but Dr Elliott says it is a privilege to work with
carers and community nurses in providing this service.

Dr Bob Elliott
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Photographs of his meeting with Princess Mary now hang on
his surgery wall, and he says they provide a nice talking point
for patients. “Most people are fond of Princess Mary,” he says.

The superwoman behind the scenes
Early last year, Jenny Butler started to notice that
her boss, Professor Paul Harnett, was unusually
secretive.
“He was being very mysterious all of a sudden,”
she says. “He seemed to disappear a lot, vanishing
for secret meetings, and I wondered what was
going on.”
Then he dropped the bombshell. Princess Mary
would attend a ceremony at the centre to
commemorate its naming in her honour.
Jenny, who is the Medical and Network Support
Manager for the Sydney West Cancer Network, was
then sucked into a whirlwind. Over the next few
months, she was involved in top-secret meetings
planning for the big day, without even being able to
tell her friends and family.
“It was a pretty frantic time,” recalls Jenny, who has
worked with Professor Harnett for 12 years. “For
about an eight-week period, we worked day and
night and weekends, working through all the details
of the event.”

The recognition shown by
Princess Mary to the staff and
patients confirms that we
work and attend a world-class
cancer centre.
As well as organising the formal proceedings, it was
a huge logistical job to meet security requirements,
while ensuring patient care was not affected. She
liaised with the Danish Court and Embassy, NSW
and Federal Government protocol, security and
media officers, as well as hospital management,
security and media to ensure the event went off
without any hitches.
“There was no guidebook as to how to do this,” says
Jenny. “It became part of my waking and sleeping.
Sometimes I would wake up in the middle of the
night and think, ‘what if such and such happened’,
‘what if the bridge is not strong enough to handle
all the crowds…’.”
One challenge was trying to organise an advance
party – a busload of about 30 officials in suits, dark
glasses and clipboards – who came to check out
the centre, while keeping the purpose of the visit a
secret from curious onlookers. This led to amusing

Jenny Butler ... “It is an honour to work with
such a great bunch of people”

rumours, with some staff speculating that Barack
Obama or Dolly Parton were going to visit.
Jenny was under strict instructions that no one
beyond the inner circle was to know about the
Princess’s visit until days beforehand.
On the day, Jenny had the honour of presenting a
bouquet to Princess Mary. “I was stunned by the way
she carried herself and her genuine engagement
with the staff and patients,” she says.
Professor Harnett says much of the credit for the
success of the event lies with Jenny. “She was an
absolute superwoman,” he says.
The event has been a huge boost for Jenny and
all her colleagues. “The recognition shown by
Princess Mary to the staff and patients confirms
that we work and attend a world-class cancer
centre,” she says.
“Our staff are so dedicated to their patients and
their jobs, often going above and beyond for their
patients. It is an honour to work with such a great
bunch of people.
“Our patients, too, are pretty special and no day
goes by without hearing inspirational stories of
courage and hope despite adversities.”
Jenny may have needed a rest after the big day,
but is now looking forward to making the most of
opportunities that the Princess Mary connection
will create.
“One great thing about my job, that’s kept me
here for years and years, is that no two days are
ever the same,” she says. “It’s always exciting
working with Prof Harnett because he does think
laterally and takes you on the journey with him,
bumps and all.”
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useful resources
Understanding cancer
Cancer Council NSW has developed this interactive website to help the community better
understand the facts about cancer, including what is known about its causes and prevention.
http://hope.cancercouncil.com.au
Paddling for health
Dragons Abreast Australia is a national organisation for breast cancer survivors and
supporters that encourages physical activity while promoting breast cancer awareness.
www.dragonsabreast.com.au
Tackling tobacco
This is a free training program for social and community service organisations interested in
helping disadvantaged smokers to quit.
http://goo.gl/BzNON
FatFree TV Guide
This interactive online tool from Cancer Council NSW helps parents identify which TV
shows have the most and least junk food advertising. Users are also encouraged to send
emails or videos to television station executives.
http://www.fatfreetv.com.au

help support our work
Please help us continue to treat and support cancer patients in our community. Your
donation, made out to Westmead Medical Research Foundation, will go directly to
the Sydney West Cancer Network, and will benefit patients across western Sydney.
To donate you can:
•

Donate online: www.wmrf.org.au/donate (option ‘Westmead Cancer Care’)

•

Donate by phone: 1800 639 037

•

Donate by post:

C/ The Crown Princess Mary Cancer Centre Westmead
Westmead Medical Research Foundation
PO Box 74 Westmead NSW 2145

contact details
Blacktown Cancer Care Centre

02 9881 8047

Mt Druitt Palliative Care  	

02 9881 1695

Nepean Cancer Care Centre  	

02 4734 3500

The Crown Princess Mary
Cancer Centre Westmead  	

02 9845 5200

Please send us your ideas for stories and
feedback on this newsletter:
Postal Address:
		

PO Box 533
Wentworthville NSW 2145

Email: SWCN@swahs.health.nsw.gov.au

We welcome your comments on the newsletter and suggestions for stories.
This newsletter is produced by Melissa Sweet and Marge Overs
and designed by Rock Lily Design & Consulting. ISSN 1838-1529
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